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Abstract

Students with educational needs are often assessed and labeled for special education.
These students receive services based on their specific needs. The federal government
has provisions

for students to qualify for special education services in eleven different

areas: autism spectrum disorders, blind-visually impaired, deaf or blind, deaf and hard

of

hearing, developmental cognitive disabilities, developmental delay, other health

disabilities, specific learning disabilities, speech or language impairments, traumatic
brain injury, and emotional or behavioral disorders (E/BD). Students receiving special
education services make Llp around 10% of the population of a school. Minnesota
students receiving special education services for E/BD were nearly ZYo ofthe state

population of students. In the 2005-2006 school year, '|Yo of students enrolled at
Watershed High School in Minneapolis, Minnesota were receiving services for E/BD.

In this study, some of those students who qualified to receive special education services
for E/BD and their families were interviewed to determine why they chose a Waldorf
method, charter high school. The study also examines how the needs are or are not being
met at the school.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Sarah got up slowly, stretched her arms, and looked around her

room.

She

couldn't believe that she had lived through another night. Her deadened eyes gazed at the

clock. She closed her eyes, another day. Sarah could hear the incessant tick of the clock
and opened her blackened eyes. No matter how hard she tried to ignore it, time kept

lurching forward. She swung her legs to the side of her bed and looked for the clothes
she had worn yesterday. There was no need to

find clean clothes because no one ever

paid any attention to her. Standing up, she looked in the mirror; there was no need to
brush her hair because it would just get messy again. Sarah groaned out loud realizing it
was Tuesday; she hated school. There was no need to go because she didn't care
anymore; she wasn't going to amount to anything; no one cared whether or not she went.
She

just wanted to stay at home, in bed. Sarah tugged on her wrinkled, ripened black

sweatshirt and headed for her bedroom door; she knew that she had to go or else the
truancy officer would come to get her. Again. And the juvenile detention center was
worse than school; it smelled like cat urine. She trudged to the kitchen door, walking
past her backpack which hadn't moved since last year. Just like yesterday and the day

before and tomorrow, Sarah left her house without eating breakfast; there was no need.
She would

only get hungry again. (Taken from a student's description of what it was like

for her to get up and go to school day after day when she felt she couldn't.)
General background
Sarah, like many of the students at Watershed High School, has been diagnosed

with a an emotional disturbance that qualifies her for special education services for
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emotional and behavioral disorders under the Individuals with Disabilities Act as put
forth by the U.S Department of Education.
In the 2005-2006 school year, there were 124 students at Watershed High School,
the only Waldorf methods high school in Minnesota. Watershed focuses on educating
students using the Waldorf methods which challenge educators to educate students

focusing on the head, heart, and hands (Easton, 1997 , 87). The head learns the
knowledge; the heart feels compassion based on that knowledge for the world
surrounding the student; and the hands dernonstrate the leaming through actions.

As of November 26,2005, nine of those students qualify for special education
services under the Emotional/Behavioral Disorder (E/BD) label due to being diagnosed

with a form of an emotional or behavioral disorder, whichisT% of the student population
at the

school. There are another three students who are being assessed for special needs

services for E/BD because faculty, parents of those students, and local psychiatric
agencies have expressed concerns regarding the students' emotional states. This is a

higher rate of students who qualiff for special education services under the E/BD label
than the national average in 1999 of 0.92% and Minnesota's rate of 1.98%. It is even
higher than the rate that some mental health experts theorize is hidden in student bodies,

which is around 3-6% of any student population (Pacer,, 2005).
The purpose of this study
There are many reasons why students labeled with E/BD would be drawn to
Watershed High School. The purpose of this study is to narrow those reasons down to a

few and to determine if the choices made from the needs of families and students labeled

with E/BD are being met.
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The opinions of students labeled with E/BD and their families were studied, so
there are no perspectives of students who chose not to attend Watershed or those students

who attended Watershed and have since chosen a different school.
Significance of the study

I expected that the most important outcome of this study would

be to determine

how Watershed was meeting the needs of the students it serves. However, after
completing the study, I have found that the significance of the study had shifted slightly.
Although this is primarily a look at the perspectives of the participants in the study, each
participant had suggestions for improving Watershed. I found that even those students
who were leaving Watershed wanted to help the school with warmest regards and best
wishes for the increased operability of Watershed and its ability to live up to what they
considered to be the potential of the school.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

History of E/BD

A student with emotional or behavioral disorders

can qualify for special education

services under the label of E/BD, which is one of the thirteen national categorical

disabilities. In the state of Minnesota, emotional/behavioral disorders is defined

as:

an established pattern of one or more of the following emotional or behavioral
responses: withdrawal or anxiety, depression, problems with mood, or feelings

of

self-worth; disordered thought processes with unusual behavior patterns and
atypical communication styles; or aggression, hyperactivity, or impulsivity
(Children with a disability, Minnesota Rules, 2005).

This pattern needs to occur for a time longer than six months and in multiple settings
including settings outside of the school.

In order for a student to qualify for special education services, his or her
conditions need to be to such a marked degree that they adversely affect the student's
academic performance. Qualification for special education services can happen only

if

the conditions are not a result of a learning disability or health factors. Common signs

of

an emotional or behavioral disorder are:

an inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers

or teachers; inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal
circumstances; a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression; and a

A rigs;tru r.g

Colleqe Lihra rv
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tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or
school problems (Individuals with Disabilities Act, 1990).

Services for students labeled with E/BD have changed quite a

bit. According to

Bauer, Keefe, and Shea (2001), in some cultures during prehistoric times people with

disabilities were removed from society, or even worse, murdered. In many societies,
mental disorders were considered to be the working of the devil. It wasn't until the
Renaissance when people with disabilities were actually treated by medical professionals

rather than killed. There was "a greater belief in the value of human life, there was
increased interest in the struggles confronted by individuals with disabilities, including

those identified as having emotional/behavioral disorders" (p. 1 5- 16).

In

1843, a study was conducted that condoned the use of chains and other forms

of restraints in one of the eight institutions for people with mental illnesses. This study
focused on an improvement in treatment and care in hospitals and the creation of more
hospitals (Bauer et aI.,2001).

It wasn't until the end of the 1800s when accommodations were formally made
for students labeled with E/BD. In 1871 Connecticut was the first state that created
separate classes for students who were considered badly behaved. New York soon

followed with classes for boys who were considered rowdy.

Even though the first childhood psychosis study took place in 1838, it wasn't until

the 1920s and 1930s when students labeled with E/BD were scientifically and
methodically studied. Anna Freud, the daughter of Sigmund Freud, inspired a movement

Waldorf charter school and school choice
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of studies that looked at how society affects children labeled with E/BD when she
publishe d Introduction to the Techniques of Child Analysis.

Then in the 1960s a therapeutic support, residential school program was stafted

for students labeled with E/BD. Growing interest in the psychological field of behavior
modification flowed over into the treatment of students labeled with E/BD throughout the
1970s and 1980s.

Since that time, the growing trend in the education of students labeled

with

E/BD has been toward the inclusion of these students into the general education
classrooms as much as possible. As this is happening, students are being supported
through behavior modification, therapy, and medication (Bauer, et al., 2001).

Historv of charter schools

Charter schools found their beginnings in the educational reform movements
starting back in the late 1800s as the public began to call for changes in education and
more choices. Socially, there was a growing humanist movement. The humanist position

toward education was that all students, no matter what their future career goals were,
should have the same knowledge base. There should be a core curriculum that would
assist in the development of every student (Horn, 2002).

During the 1900s, there were social and educational reforms gripping America.
Schools were called upon more and more to "Ameficanize" immigrants who continued to
enter the country. As a result of literature from the late 1800s and the new need to have a

more relevant curriculum, high schools strengthened their vocational training. With the
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growing business sector came a belief that schools should also be run in a more
businesslike manner. Standardization became a norrn and control shifted from

individuals to departments. The general theme in education became more industrial and
less humanistic.

Then in the 1950s there was a swing of the pendulum back toward humanism.
The cold war and the McCarthy era had brought on fears of communism. Schools were
seen as the way that communism could "sneak" into America due to segregated education

and micromanaged curriculums. There was a need to go back to the basics in order to

compete with the world. When Sputnik, a Soviet satellite, passed over America, the

country felt that the public school system was the reason for our technological
shortcomings. During the 1950s, advanced placement programs became one of the
school choice options that remain today. Through these programs, students can earn
college credits while taking advanced classes in high school. At this time gifted and
talented programs also began to crop up in a need to create an educational elite. It was
also at this time that "separate but equal" schooling was discriminatory, in that "separate"

meant "divided" (Horn, 2A0D.

During the 1960s laws were passed to prevent the chain of poverty from
continuing by funding educational reform, libraries, and instructional resources. Like the
previous swing in educational reform toward humanism, the early 1960s were marked by
an opposing swing of the pendulum. Critics felt that there was too much emphasis on the

individual and not enough onthe greater good of America. The economic fallout of the
1970s was another reason that reform was once again called for in American education.
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During the 1980s, programs for students needing bilingual education, special
education, and vocational education were given more funding. A report called A Nation

at

Risk condemned the current performance of American schools. During this decade,

the attention in educational reform shifted from reform to restructuring. There was a

growing intensity in finding a common curriculum and standardized assessments.

In the late l9B0s and early 1990s, school choice was considered to be a method

for educational reform. From school choice came schools like alternative schools,
magnet schools, open schools, cyber schools, school-within-a-schools, and charter

schools. The pendulum of educational reform had swung back toward individualism with
a backdrop

of sameness: standards and accountability for all (Horn,2002).

The history of chafter schools themselves, not just the need for educational

reform, is relatively young. In Minnesota in 1991 , the first chafier school was started.
As of Fall 2005, there were more than one million students who attend over 3600 charter
schools in forty states and the District of Columbia. In the 2005-2006 school year there
was another growth of 13% for charter schools in America. Charter schools now account

for

4o/o

of public schools (Center for Educational Reform, 2006).

Reasons for choo ng charter schools

The literature suggests a number of reasons why there is a higher number

of

students who qualify for special education services at Watershed than the state and

national averages. They range from heterosis to Waldorf methodology.

Waldorf charter school and school choice l6

There are many students who display serious emotional needs. According to

Mingroni (2004), one reason why there seems to be an increase in the number of students
who have emotional needs is found in the theory of heterosis, the increase in growth, size,
or other genetic traits from one generation to another. The theory of heterosis states that
the increases are related to genetics and not environmental factors, and since there does

not seem to be sufficient environmental explanations for the increase, some researchers
feel heterosis explains the increase in the number of students who are qualifying for
special education.

Kehle, Bray, Theodore, Zheng, McCoach (2004), believe that this theory can be
extended to the increase in the characteristics associated labeled with E/BD. There may
be more students labeled with E/BD today because that is the natural evolution

humanity. Complex disorders such

as those associated

of

with the E/BD label are

influenced by many genes acting together to influence the actual phenotype Such
literature suggests that the increase in students labeled with E/BD who attend Watershed

High School could have nothing to do with the school, but rather it could be the natural
occulrence of more students labeled with E/BD in the student population in general.
Social constructivist theory suggests another reason for the large number of
students labeled with E/BD at Watershed. According to Sivan (1986), in social

constructivist theory, participants are inseparable from their environment. This theory
provides a framework for understanding how participants and their environment work to
shape and change each other. The theory suppofts a constantly

fluid dynamic of change

between participants and their environments. Participants determine the norm of their

culture in the environment and the environment changes to reflect the norm of the

Waldorf charter school and school choice
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majority of participants. "The culturally determined joint activity between student and
social context results in an internal state of interest and cognitive and affective
engagement, and motivated behaviors, both of which can be considered cultural norms"
(p. 20e).
When environments change to reflect the participants, more participants who are
congruent with the environment join the environment, thus changing the environment and
creating that fluid dynamic.
Congruence is the'match'or'goodness of fit'between an individual and his or
her environment. Individuals judged to be 'normal' are those whose behavior is
congruent, or in harmony, with the norms, or standards, of their environment.
Those judged to be deviant or incompetent are individuals who are not congruent

with their environment (Bauer, et aL.,2001, p. 62).

According to this theory, the increased number of students who are labeled E/BD who
attend Watershed might be attributed to the norrns created by the students at Watershed
and the evolving environment caused by the students. As students who are considered

deviant in other environments are attracted to Watershed, the students evolve the norm at
Watershed, creating an environment where they will be the majority and thus accepted.

As the environment changes, more students labeled with E/BD will attend Watershed
because they have found a place where they are the noffn and not the deviant.

Another reason for this disparate number of students could be explained by the fact
that Watershed High School is a small, charter school. Families of students who do not
succeed in traditional high schools often opt for charter schools for a number of reasons:

Waldorf charter school and school choice

a

Class size at the charler school

o

Staff members at the chafter school

a

Academic programming (curriculum) at the charter school

t

Special education services at the charter school

a

Philosophy of the charter school

a

Discipline policy/rules at the charter school

a

School safety

a

Special needs of the child

a

Number of students at the charter school (Lange, 2000)
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Another reason why Watershed High School might be attractive to families of
students with emotional special needs is that

it is the only Waldorf methods high school

in Minnesota. Waldorf curriculum is different than the traditional curriculum seen in
high schools in Minnesota. "The Waldorf curriculum is an organic whole, meeting the
developmental phases of the student with techniques and subjects that are nourishment

for the soul, bringing balance, wholeness, self-knowledge, and confidence. The goal is to
nurture the free human being, eager to take his or her place in the world and ready to

work to make it better" (Watershed, 2005). Waldorf methods schools place a tremendous
value on the arts and expression of the self through afts. These could also entice students
labeled with E/BD.

Historv of W

rf education

Waldorf education is based on the teachings of Dr. Rudolph Steiner. Steiner
believed that the education of a child should match the child's developmental stages

Waldorf charter school and school choice l9

"The goal of Waldorf curriculum and teaching methods is to unlock the true potential

living in each child, the true Self, and abilities" (Schmitt-Stegman, 1997, p. 3). There

are

three developmental stages that are each seven years 1ong. Each stage is identified with
the type of developmental learning that reflects the age group, so children ages 0-7 are

using their hands during kinesthetic learning, children ages 7-14 are using their hearts and
souls during learning that includes storytelling and cause-and-effect activities, and
students ages 14-21 are using their social intelligences through the arts in order to create

responsibility and a social consciousness.

The image of the human being that lives in Waldorf education is that in every

child we can witness the unfolding of a miracle. This miracle is the manifestation
and growth of an individuality intrinsically and singularly different from any

other human being (Schmitt-Stegman, 1997 , p. 2).

Waldorf education supports the use of the head,heart, and hands through the afts as a
method for helping students acknowledge and accept their true selves. The arts help to
stimulate the child and awaken the child's true potential.

History of Watershed High School
Watershed High School is curuently the only high school in Minnesota that offers
a Waldorf-based

curriculum. The school was founded in 1996 because a group of

students studying Waldorf methods wanted to continue their studies through high school.

Originally, Watershed High School was a private school founded by the students and
with the help of parents and faculty. Ln2002, the school became

a

public charter school.

The school's mission "is to nurture the intellect, stimulate the will, and embrace the
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creative potential of youth in a balanced environment that engenders reverence, respect,
and responsibility for nature and the needs of others" (Watershed,2006).

The curriculum at Watershed focuses on educating students as whole beings,

paying special attention to the developmental stages of the student as the school helps the
student prepare for working in and improving the

world. The

students begin their studies

with a morning lesson which incorporates English, social studies, and science. It is a
block class that integrates curricula, allowing students to learn the materials at a deeper

level. The afternoon offers classes in math, foreign languages, and afts.

All

students have afi classes for the whole year. The arts play a large role at

Watershed. There are plays, festivals, and art openings throughout the school year.
Students share their work during the various art openings, Open Mics, and talent shows

that include an evening of one-act plays.

All

students are required to parlicipate in community service and a medieval

festival that has roles from acting to serving food to viewers. All seniors participate in
their own play at the end of the year and in a senior project. The project is a reflection of
a

year's worth of work and study that the senior conducts outside of school on a topic that

interests the student. There is a thirty minute, formal presentation of that project in front

of friends, faculty, and family at the end of the school year.

At Watershed High School, our goal is to inspire creative thinking, not to force
feed facts. We acknowledge the wholeness of each individual, and seek to create a

community in which students can contribute to and benefit from the greater social
whole (Watershed, 2006).

Waldorf charter school and school choice
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Chapter Three: Methodology

The methodology for this study is the phenomenological method of research,

which is based in qualitative research. According to Leedy and Ormrod in Practical
Research: Planning and Design (2005), qualitative research is research that
focus on phenomena that occur in natural settings

-

will

that is the 'real world.'

And.. . involve studying those phenomena in all their complexity. Qualitative
researchers rarely try to simplify what they observe. Instead, they recognize that

the issue they are studying has many dimensions and layers, and so they try to

portray the issue in its multifaceted form (p. 133).

Phenomenological researchers follow the two basic tenets of qualitative research

emphasizingthe attempt to understand a phenomenon as it happens instead of trying to
replicate the phenomenon in the experimental atmosphere of a laboratory. "Researchers

in the phenomenological mode attempt to understand the meaning of events and
interactions to ordinary people in particular situations" (Bogdan, 1998, p.23).
Phenomenological research focuses on "verstehen, the interpretive understanding of
human interactions. Phenomenologists do not assume they know what things mean to the
people they are studyirg" (Bogdan, 1998, p.23). Phenomenologists begin with silence as
a

way to better understand what they are studying. There are many ways to interpret the

world around us and phenomenologists try to grasp meaning from other people's social
constructs of the meaning of the events in their reality.

Waldorf charter school and school choice 22

Phenomenology incorporates an understanding that a phenomenon cannot be
studied without the researcher imposing a personal subjectivity onto the interpretation
the phenomenon. Since

of

it is impossible to remove personal subjectivity, phenomenology

also looks at how the researcher obtains meaning from the phenomenon based on the
researchers own interpretations of the perceptions of those involved directly with the

phenomenon.

Methodolo gical framework: Phenomenological research

Phenomenological research has its origins in a 20tl' century, European

philosophical movement. This method of research was influenced greatly by Edmund
Husserl and Alfred Schult. The movement focused largely on the perceptions of the
people involved in the phenomenon and the people observing or researching the
phenomenon.
Perception is original awareness of the appearance of phenomena in experience. It
is defined as access to truth, the foundation of all knowledge. Perception gives
one access to experience the world as it is given prior to any analysis of it.

Phenomenology recognizes that meanings are given in perception and modified in
analysis (Oiler-Boyd, 2001 , p.96-97).

The philosophers felt that the true role of their research was "an effort to get beneath or
behind subjective experience to reveal the genuine, objective nature of things"
(Schwan dt, 2002, p. 192).

Waldorf charter school and school choice 23

The first tenet of phenomenology is a description of the phenomenon. The
description needs to be original and bias free. Phenomenological research is descriptive

in nature. It explores the relationships between people and phenomenon. It looks for the
psychological structures of meaning that are present in the phenomenon based on the
intentions and perspectives of those who participated in the phenomenon.
The second tenet of phenomenology relates to tighter focus of the phenomenon

itself.
Husserl refers to the focus on experience (apart from issues concerning the
existence of what is experienced) as the phenomenological psychological
reduction...because

it 'reduces' the investigative field to the psychological. This

presence of the psychological allows the investigator to reflectively describe the

meanings and psychological performances of lived-through situations

of

phenomenological study as a concentration on experience (Wertz,2005, p. 168).

This tenet supports the role of the investigator as the speaker for the participants in a
phenomenon. The investigator is able to concentrate on the deeper meanings and
psychological undercurrents of the participants who have actually lived through the
phenomenon. In essence, the investigator filters through the psychological experiences
of the participants in order to provide a clear, honed description of the phenomenon as
experienced by the participants.
Role of the Researcher
Phenomenological research also asserts that an active understanding of the
researcher's perceptions also plays a role in research.

"All knowledge is correlated with
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subjectivity, what matters is how a conscious subject is present to an event or a state of
affairs in the world" (Giorgi, 2002, p 9). The phenomenological method also supports

intuition as a manner of being present to the event and allows accessibility to other
people's experiences.
This research method asks the researcher to put aside any preconceived notions or

theories. When using the phenomenological method, the researcher looks at the
phenomenon as it originally exists before any scientific biases. In fact, Husserl is quoted
many times as saying "to the things themselves (Sachen selbst)" (Wertz,2005, p. 168).

This quote means that phenomenon need to be studied in their natural environment

without any conceptualizations forced on them. Using the phenomenological method, the
researcher attempts to understand the phenomenon through study that incorporates use

of

the researcher's intuition, meaning that through the researcher's perceptions, the research
creates a picture of the phenomenon.

The researcher is able to define the phenomenon through describing the
characteristics of meaning and the structure or organization of the phenomenon (Wertz,

2005). Phenomenological methods acknowledge the intentions and perspectives of the
people involved in the phenomenon, including those of the researcher. There is an
understanding that each person experiences life differently and every perspective,

including the researcher's, affects the results of the study.
Research Design

The first step in phenomenological research is to isolate the phenomenon and research

problem. The purpose of this study is to attempt to explain the forces or reasons why
Watershed is chosen and to identify the networks and shaping of those reasons. The
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guiding research questions for this study are (1) Why do students labeled with E/BD
choose to attend Watershed High School? and (2) Are those

initial expectations and

needs being met now that the student is attending the school?

According to Marshall in Designing Qualitative Research (1995), it is necessary to
match the purpose of the study, the research question, and the research strategy when

planning the design of a qualitative study. The chart below lists some of the research
strategies and examples of data collection techniques that can be used to help answer an

exploratory research question.

Table 3. 1

Matching Research Questions with Strategy
(Excerpt of Explanatory Research Questions)

Purpose of the

Research Question

Research Strategy

What events,
belief-s, attitudes,
policies are shaping

Multi-site

this phenomenon?

History

How do these forces
interact to result in

Field study

the phenomenon?

Ethnography

Str-rdy

To explain the
fbrces causing
the phenomenon
in question
To identify
plausible causal
networks

case

study

Examples of Data
Collection
Techniques
Participant
observation
In-depth
interviewing
Survey
questionnaire

shaping the

phenomenon

Document analysis

(p. 41)

The second step of phenomenological research is to identify the participants. They
can be any person or persons who are involved in the original phenomenon. "The basis

of this decision is the judgrnent of whose experience most fully and authentically
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manifests or makes accessible what the researcher is interested in" (Wertz, 2005, p. 171).
The participants then create descriptions of the phenomenon. The form of the description
can vary from drawings to interviews. "The most outstanding quality of data sought by
the phenomenological researcher is concreteness, that the descriptions reflect the details

of lived situations rather than hypotheses or opinions about, explanations of,
interpretations of, inferences, or generalizations regarding the phenomenon" (Wertz,
2005, p. 171).

The third step is to then determine which research strategy will produce data that are
relevant to the study. According to the chart above, the research strategy that best fits

with the needs of the study is a field study. A field study is the typical method that
qualitative researchers employ. It entails going to the natural places where the
participants of the study live, work, or play. "The researcher's goal is to increase the

subjects' level of comfort, encouraging them to talk about what they would normally talk
about and, eventually, to confide in the researcher" (Bogdan, 1998, p. 73).

Setting and Participants

Three students who receive special education services for E/BD and three families

of students who receive those services were interviewed to determine why they chose
Watershed High School, what kinds of needs the students and families have, and how
those needs are or are not being

met. Participants were chosen based upon their

attendance at Watershed High School and on their or their students'

education services based on the E/BD criterion.

eligibility for special
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The first interview was with Laurie and Paul Marshall and her children Susie and
John Montgomery. (All names used in this research are pseudonyms.) Both Susie and
John are students at Watershed. John is a senior who has attended the school since his
freshman year. Susie has attended one yeff and plans on attending a different school

during the next school year. Both are actively involved in school activities such as school
productions and community service.

The second interview was with Barbara, an aunt and legal guardian of a student at
Watershed, and her partner, Stephanie. Barbara spends a lot of time helping her nephew
adjust to the demands of his

life.

She works part time and also volunteers one morning a

week at the front desk of the school. Stephanie is involved in running an early childhood
development program for a large city's school district. She has been involved in the
special education program for a number of years. Stephanie is also a member of the
Special Education Advisory Council (SEAC).

The third interview was with the father and mother, Arthur and Verna, of a
student at Watershed. Arthur also attends the SEAC meetings, and his wife is actively

involved in fundraising and class-sponsored events.

The fourth was an interuiew with Linda, a Watershed student who was receiving
services and is over the age

of 18. Linda is a senior this year.

opening, senior activities, and community service events.

She participated in the art
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Data Collection

In this study, interviews were used to collect data. Interviews took place at
locations requested by participants in order to increase comfort during the interview.
Four interviews were conducted over a three week time period. The flrst interview

included two parents and two students, the second and third consisted of two parents
each, and the fourth interview was of one student. Permission to audio tape record the

interviews was requested and allowed by each of the participants.

During the interviewing process, interview questions were developed from the
nature of the interview. When interviewing for phenomenological studies, the
researcher's "major task is to build upon and explore their participants' responses to
those questions. The goal is to have the participant reconstruct his or her experience

within the topic under study" (Seidman, 1991, p. 9). Participants act as'oco-researchers,"
trying to gain an understanding of the phenomenon with the researcher who tries to ask
open-ended questions, guiding the participant toward a deeper analysis of the
phenomenon.

Some of the guiding questions during the interview process were:

Table

3,2

Guiding Questions

Tell me about why you attend Watershed.
Tell me why you chose Watershed High School.
Do you think Watershed has met your expectations from before you started
attending here?
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What has Watershed done to meet those expectations?
What has Watershed done to not meet those expectations?
What would you leave the same about Watershed?

What would you change about Watershed?
Data Anal)rsis

Once all the data were collected, they were arranged into themes through coding.
The following four steps are used by phenomenological researchers to analyze the
collected data:

a) reading the entire description in order to grasp the sense of the whole; (b)

rereading the description and demarcating spontaneous shifts in meaning, or

"meaning units," in the text with a psychologically sensitive interest in the
phenomenon under investigation; (c) reflecting on each and every meaning unit in
order to discern what it reveals about the phenomenon under investigation or what
research-relevant psychological insight can be gained from it; and (d)
synthesizing these reflections and insights into a consistent statement that
expresses the psychological structure of the experience (Wertz,2005, p.170).

(a) A sense of the whole

All of the interviews were collected within three weeks of each other. The
interviews were then transcribed and put off to the side for a period of one month

in order to ensure a fresh mind when they were reviewed again. Putting aside the
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data

for

a

period of time allowed me to return to the data and to review it as a

whole piece of literature.

(b) Meaning units

The interviews were read as a whole unit of literature to gain an
understanding of the participants' tones and intentions. During this process, I was

trying to leave the present world and enter the phenomenon through the
participants' perspective. I then integrated and united the work into one case

study. "This amounts to a single case study in which an idiographic
psychological structure of the phenomenon is described" (Wertz, 2005, p.172).
These themes and perspectives were then coded.

Coding is a form of data analysis which groups together themes and
patterns from the data. Phenomenological research focuses on the perspectives

of

the participants and their understanding of reality, so coding focused on

participant perspectives. The codes were "oriented toward ways of thinking all of
some subjects share that are not as general as their overall definition of the

situation but indicate orientations toward particular aspects of a setting" (Bogdan,
1998,

p. 173). These codes focus on socially constructed noffns of the

participants and the participants' points of view.

(c) Revelation about phenomenon

After completing steps (a) and (b), I determined what was being said about
the phenomenon. The themes from the smaller meaning units provided a new
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insight into the phenomenon. "The researcher then dwells with descriptions,
identifies and extracts themes, and finally integrates these themes into a
meaningful description of the essential nature of the phenomenon under study"
(Donalek,2004, p. 516). I used the themes that had developed to create a
description of the phenomenon; this description then allowed me to be able to
understand the phenomenon through the participants' perspectives. After

understanding the phenomenon, I was able to proceed with step (d).

(d) Final statement_and reflection

Recommendations are made regarding what the data portrayed. In this
study, I included a reflection section that

will incorporate my own thoughts about

the study and possible affects on the outcomes.

Another way to look at the steps of phenomenological data analysis can be seen in
the table below.

Table

3.3

Data Analysis and Representation in Phenomenology:

Data Managing
Reading, memoing

Create and organtze files for data
Read through text, make margin notes,

form initial codes
Describing

Describe the meaning of the experience for

Classifying

the researcher
Find and list statements of meaning fbr
individuals. Group statements into

Interpreting

Representing, Visualizing

meaning units.
Develop description: Text: "What
happened?" Structure: "How the
phenomenon was experienced" Overall
description of the experience (essence)
Present namation of the "essence" of the
experience; use tables or figures of
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statements and meaning Llnits

(Creswell, 1998, p. 1aB)
Methods of achievine validity

All interviews were audio taped

and notes were taken during the taping of the

interviews to ensure that failure of the tape recorder would not adversely affect the

results. The tape recorder never failed and the notes were used to guide me during the
transcribing of the tapes. Phenomenological research attains validity through an accurate
portrayal of a phenomenon through the use of the participants' perspectives. This
research is not the final authority of what is true or what is not; rather, there is a

correspondence with what the researcher said happened and what actually

occumed... Fufther, they [researchers] strive to have their writing be consistent
with the data they collect

-

not that they claim their assertions are 'true,' but that

they are plausible given the data (Bogdan, 1998, p.24).

Validity is attained through depicting an interpretation of reality that aligns with the data
collected. My research was valid because themes emerged from the data that reflected
the phenomenon itself. These themes were consistent among the interviews.

In order for phenomenological research to be truly that, the researcher's beliefs
must be included into the research data analysis.
The researcher's thoughts, responses, and decision-making process should be
acknowledged and explicated throughout the entire research process. For
phenomenological research to be credible, documentation of this process must
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exist from the selection of the topic to all phases of the collection and analysis

of

the data and creation of the essential description of the phenomenon (Donalek,
2004, p. 516).

My thoughts, responses, and decision-making processes are intertwined throughout the
whole study with a culmination in "Chapter Six: Self Reflection."
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Chapter Four: Findings

Four interviews with families who had students identified as receiving special
education services for E/BD were conducted throughout the research. Each interview
lasted between one and two hours. Participants were all asked four major questions:

Why did you choose Watershed High School? How has or hasn't Watershed met those
needs and/or expectations? What would you leave the same about Watershed? What

would you change about Watershed?

All of the participants were eager to help in the study

and were excited to share

their thoughts and beliefs about Watershed and their needs with the interviewer.
Throughout the interviews, there were many recurring themes that permeated the

interviews. The following is an interpretation of the themes discussed during the
interviews. The themes centralized around main ideas: community, fitting-in, faculty,
communication, curriculum, and accountability.

Communittr "The community: that

has been really important to us."

One of the themes that emerged during the interviews was

cofilmunity. Stephanie

helped to define community as a "sense" or a feeling that her nephew, Jerry, gets while
he is at Watershed.

I think so as far as a cornmunity; I think that he has very positive relationships

with staff and faculty and other students. He seems to be liked, and I think he
gets a good sense of community and positiveness from

there... The community:

Waldorf charter school and school choice 35

that has been really important to us. That respect for others, for parents of
teenagers

Stephanie felt that some of this community is due to the Waldorf educational

belief in educating the child as a whole. She shared:

Here is one piece about the philosophy of Waldorf is that the staff is able to deal

with issues at a much more basic level. Ingrid [a faculty member at Watershed]
has said a number of times that he [Jerry, her nephew] is just right there
fStephanie put her hand in front of her face about four inches away to show how

closely Jerry stands when he talks with people.] I mean that might have been an
issue where he got suspended or dealt with in a different way than at Watershed.

Jerry's family said that "he just needs someone to push

off." According to his

aunt, Jerry has boundary issues whish might have contributed to some of his suspensions
at his previous schools. When Jerry becomes angry, he gets up close to whomever he is

addressing. Jerry needed a community where he could get out that frustration in the

proximity that he needed without worrying about escalating

a

conflict to the point of

suspension or administrative transfer. His aunt Barbara shared:

He is up and down and it just depends on everything else that is going on and his

mood... But I knowthat when he was in fifth grade, he got into a lot of fights and
I don't know about sixth grade, but again some in seventh grade. And then he
came here [Minnesota], so in 8tl'grade, he had quite a number of incidents of very

Waldorf charter school and school choice 36

aggressive physically and verbally acting

out. I don't know how many, what

would you say, eight? Yes, and at least three times where he was suspended.

Barbara felt that a smaller school would provide more personalized attention for

Jerry. "Mostly I thought a small school might mean somewhat greater individual
attention than a larger school. No guarantees and maybe that would help him." She
recognized that he does best when he has consistent and constant attention from faculty,
and a smaller environment would increase the likelihood that his needs would be met.
She continues:

He needs a lot of attention; he needs a lot. He wants a lot; he never gets enough.
He is somebody who iust soaks it up. He needs attention, and the more you give

him the better he does and the less you give him, he starts to fall off the cliff.

Participants felt that one of the major strengths about the Watershed community
was due to the school's small size. Linda and Susie really liked the small size of
Watershed because they felt uncomfortable with people; they felt that the fewer people
there were, the less anxiety they would

feel. Susie

shared that she chose Watershed,

"because it's small. I'm really afraid of people."

Linda also felt that a smaller school would help her academically. "Once I got
into a smaller school, I stayed focused on what I had to do. . . It was more relaxed than it
was at a public

school." Susie feels that over the last year the small, "private school" feel

of Watershed has disintegrated due to changes in both the school and its students. She
asserts:
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It's gotten bigger; it's gotten stricter; it's gotten worse students. People are
coming from public schools and are expecting it to be a public school and are
creating it into a public school.

Participants also mentioned the need for a stable community from the school.
Each of the students and guardians interviewed mentioned that a number of schools had
been attended in the past. Verna stated that she:

wanted a stable environment. I didn't want to bring him someplace after one year
because he was at a school for 5th grade and then a different one for 6th grade and

another for 7th grade. I didn't want him at another for 8tl' grade. We decided that
another school was going to happen in 9th grade. I thought, "Oh, gee, why would

I make him go to five schools in five years?

All of the participants felt as if they

needed faculty to be respectful and feel as

if

the faculty cares about the students. Watershed was described as having an atmosphere
that is

'oa

nurturing atmosphere and welcoming" by Verna. Two other participants

described the community as being a place of respect for others. Most commonly, though,
the atmosphere was described as a good environment because it was small and relaxed.
Peter described the school as having a "the sense of theatrical camaraderie that they

would both [Susie and John] be excited about." Students were often participating in
improvisational activities and plays. John described suit days where students would
spread the word that the next day was suit day and then everyone would show up in suits,

including faculty.
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Another positive attribute that all interviews had in common was the opportunity
to try new things because the strong sense of community allowed students to try things
that they would never have done before. Two students participated in Open Mic, which
is a venue sponsored by a faculty member where students are able to express themselves

in a safe and supportive setting. Students share their creative endeavors in art, poetry,
music, improvisation, and skits. Open Mic was described by Susie, a participant in the
show, as "atalent show with no limits. If you want to go up, you go up; you do whatever
the hell you want... It was a place where everyone supported each other." Susie even
acted as emcee, an experience which is completely unscripted and involves both

improvisation and a sense of playful humor. Richard played the guitar in one Open Mic
and was asked to back someone up on the drums in another. According to

Lori and

Verna, neither of their students would have ever gotten up on stage at their old schools,
let alone contribute to an Open Mic event where there is much more ownership and

vulnerability in participating.

Linda was looking for Watershed to open doors for her. She was able to have her

first art opening while at Watershed. She said, "It felt really good. I felt excited but I
felt really really nervous because I wanted people to like my work. I woulda never got to
do that

if I was at [my last school]."
Despite the strengths in the Watershed community, the participants also had some

concerns regarding the community. Two students felt that the space was too small which

could lead to issues in the community. They were always bumping into the same people.
Susie said,

"I can't

stand that building with the same people because I can't go anywhere
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without being with them and I just hate people altogether. And they're everywhere and
there's really no where you can go. There isn't any space."

Some classrooms were described as dungeons when the shades were drawn.

Waldorf curriculum prescribes using paint color on the walls that reflects the
developmental stage of the children's age that is being taught in that room. Both students
claimed that some of these colors were "oppressive," leaving the general feeling of the
school as "quite ominous."

Another community issue that disturhed student participants who had attended the
school the previous year was the revocation of off-campus lunch period. In the past,
students had been allowed to go off-campus to eat or to socialize. The right had been

revoked when a group of students used the time to use drugs and alcohol. John fett that it
was "not right for those of us that don't break the rules." As shared earlier, Susie felt that
the rescinding of off-campus was a sign of the changing community at Watershed.

Concerns with the student body were also discussed during the interviews. Linda
described the students of Watershed as

"soft," meaning they had no real life experiences

or hardships. She felt the students liked school only if they weren't there; she felt that

if

the students were told they were not supposed to be at the school, then the students would
want to come. Linda also felt the students were in need of anger management and
skipped too much school. She often felt that it was hard to fit in because she was "not
good enough to hang out with students because of diff-erent clothing or demographics."

Linda felt that Watershed was just one big clique that was so disrespectful with
their

d*g

usage that they would smoke drugs just off-campus in

fiont of everyone. The
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drug culture had affected the community in such a way that all of the interviews
referenced it as a problem. Susie felt that the drug atmosphere was overwhelming at

Watershed. She and John estimated that around eighty percent of the students were drug
users.

Susie's mom was concerned with the changing community based on the
insurgence of students who were focusing more on drug use than on the Watershed

curriculum.

She

felt that since the school had become apublic school, more of the newer

students who were not as interested in the Waldorf curriculum were altering the

community for the negative. According to Laurie:

My kids are interested in getting a good high school education, and I think
that maybe it's just that lack of community that leads other kids that sets the stage

fbr other kids just catching the cument. And I realize that it might be a tough spot.

I do realize that the school does a good job for those students who aren't making

it or who have an ok attitude which is what I think

has destroyed a

lot of public

high schools but I just don't wanna see my kids get destroyed.

All of the interviews contained

themes regarding the community and its

impofiance. Students and families all identified Watershed

as

having a strong

community, whether it is theatrical or drug-related. Each interview also expressed a need
to find a community where fitting-in was the norm and being accepted was expected.
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Fitting-in: "We wanted a smaller school, some place where being unconventional
wouldn't stick out like a sore thumb."

A part of the community at Watershed was the amazing ability for participants to
be able to

fit-in. This theme seemed to be intertwined through all of the interviews; in

fact, it was very hard to separate out. Fitting-in was a result of the strong community and
seen through participants'

ability to try new things and participate in school activities

where students would never have found acceptance in other schools.

As Verna was quoted earlier in this chapter, too many changes of schools can be

difficult.

She was worried about her son's need

for the stability of a school. Another

student reported that she had attended three schools in two years. It was just too much
change for

her. She really needed

a place where she

could fit in.

For two families, the student was not accepted at his first school of choice. In one
case, the student

lived outside of the busing range and the second family did not have

what they felt was a legitimate reason. They felt that the true reason why their student
was not accepted was related to his physical aggression toward peers and faculty and

ultimate administrative transfer during his eighth grade year. Both of these students felt
as

if they really didn't like any of the other

schools that were options for them in the

school districts in which they reside.

According to Andy and Verna, a strong reason why they chose Watershed was
because there was an acceptance of students who are

different. They wanted "some place

where being unconventional wouldn't stick out like a sore thumb. And Watershed was
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that place." Their son had had problems fitting in at other schools. He was full grown,

just over six feet tall, in the sixth grade. He was in

a

vicious cycle of being teased and

then getting angry and lashing out, which made him get teased more. His family really

felt that

he

just needed a place where he could fit in, where he would be accepted for who

he is and not what he wears or looks

like. This same family felt that the students

at

Watershed were "the hippies of the 21't century... free spirits." The students who attend
Watershed dress and act differently than their typical peers and are much more accepting

of differences in each other.

Andy and Verna's son did not experience teasing and ostracism at Watershed
because everyone was trying to be different and there was a whole culture of being

different that was accepted and encouraged, not only from faculty but also from students.
According to Andy, "That atmosphere of accepting everyone is tremendous and I think in
my eyes it is the strongest asset of the school."

Barbara and Stephanie shared the same kind of story regarding Jerry:
He came home and shaved his eyebrows. He just wanted to see what it
was like. You know anything to be different.

.

. I remember that the teachers were

not accepting... He made points of saying that last year. Yeah and everything he
wore was black. He just wore black and black. And since he has been at
Watershed he has had a little broader wardrobe. It started all black but now he
can go in shorts and a shirt. That's good to see. He didn't have a relaxed way

of

being there. And now things are changing. You know. He has a green t-shirt and
he wears shorts and he is much more relaxed.
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Both Barbara and Stephanie attribute the changes in his wardrobe and mannerisms as a

little maturing and a little Watershed's accepting community. Jerry had finally found

a

place where he could fit in and be accepted.

Lori was excited that her daughter would be able to fit in with sports. "Susie is
not really into sports, but that was one of the huge benefits of coming to Watershed was
that she felt like she could do it," said her mother

Lori. Susie played

on every team that

was offered at Watershed: soccer, basketball, and ultimate Frisbee. Lori said,

"I

do think

that it is very positive to engage physically and not use competitive sports. It allows
them to try things they would not do. Susie tried new things she would not have done."

Lori's son, who also dislikes traditional competitive sports, became involved in the
martial arts classes offered at the school. It was not something that he would have
become involved with at another school, but he came to be really interested in it.

Two families reported seeing positive changes in their children that included
being more outgoing and confident. It was also mentioned that the children were making
and maintaining relationships, which was a change from their previous schools.

The only area that where students found it hard to fit in at Watershed was the

cultural lack of diversity. Linda was the only person out of the nine who mentioned that
there was a lack of diversity at Watershed High School, but it was so strong and

important to her, that I have included it in the findings. When asked what Linda would
change about the school, she stated:

the lack of diversity and the lack of different kinds of people. There's like two

kinds of cliques at Watershed. There's like the Abercrombie clique, you know
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the Tommy Hilfiger, and there's the punk rocker HotTopic type clique. But I

would change the school from predominantly white to like more Native
American, black, Mexican, more diversity.

Linda said that she first toured the school during the summer when there were no
students present. She was told the school was very diverse, but when she actually was
able to attend the school, she found that there were only a couple of minority students in

the school. This was hard for her because she felt as if she had a hard time fitting in with
the other students.

I think it's that I don't look like everybody else. I don't have bright bright hair. I
don't know, I don't dress like I'm from HotTopic or anything, so it was kinda

weird. But there is something else. I'm the only one from like the ghetto... It's
like a different sense of humor. What we think is funny what we all joke about is
not really funny at Watershed only a few people get my jokes; you can't joke
around like you can where I am from.

Fitting-in seemed to be a driving point for each of the interviews. Each
participant felt that fitting-in was one of the most important things to consider when
choosing a school. For some fitting-in meant being acknowledged as a human being no
matter what choices that person made about clothing or hair styles. For others, fitting-in
meant being with peers who shared a similar background. Participants felt that no matter
what was happening with the students at Watershed, they could always fit in with the

faculty.
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Faculty: "You just gotta really love them and figure out what they need."

Another theme that evolved during the interviews was the participants' views of
the

faculty. Verna and Andy described the faculty

as being creative,

flexible, and hard

working. They felt that the faculty related well to the students and were very accepting.
The faculty really seemed to enjoy working with students who were not mainstream, and
the faculty was just as alternative as the students themselves. Vema said:

a

lot of the teachers are very alternative and are great working with the kids. And

I think that outside of school some of them

are

just like the kids and even those

who aren't are working hard to help the kids. I think that Harry and Max are just

like the kids. I think thata lot of the teachers are really enjoying working with
these kids who are not mainstream.

Barbara felt that the faculty was very relaxed and noted that "the students feel
enough rapport and respect for the faculty that they can call them by their first names.
That is really good for teenagers to have that." During the same interview Stephanie
stated:

at our first meeting, one of the staff said that you just gotta really love them [the
students] and figure out what they need. And that was really what it has been like

from all the teachers the whole year. I think that is really important.

The Montgomery family also mentioned some good attributes shared by most

of

the faculty. They all felt that they liked most of the faculty, and they enjoyed calling the

faculty by their first names. Susie said:
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You can call them by first name it's not like they're your superior. Well they're

like your superior but they're kind of equal. I like the teachers, and I like how
people can call them by first name and things are relaxed.

Both Susie and John mentioned that much of the faculty had a great sense of humor and
that helped the students get through some of the most boring curriculum.

Linda shared that the faculty really seemed to really care about the well-being of
the students. In fact, members of the faculty had helped her get through a really tough

time in her life by making sacrifices in their own lives.

I would

have to keep the teachers because all the teachers are cool and some

of

them really try to be nice to you and some of 'em are actually your homies you

know like Terry and Guzman. Cuz Terry and Guzman. You know Guzman when

I first told him I was homeless, he went and got me clothes out of his girlfriend's
closet and you helped me find a place to live.

Participants also identified what they felt were weaknesses in the faculty. One

interviewee mentioned that she felt that some of the faculty was so Llnorganized that they
might actually be harming the students' ability to leam about organization and other life

skills. Andy said, "I also would say that for some of the instructors that their lack of
organization might also make it hard to the students to organize. Their lack

of

organization may make their educating less effective." Andy also feels that his son does
not think the work he does at school is relevant to real life or concrete in any way.
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Another weakness that participants had was regarding ineffective classroom
management. Two different participants stressed the importance of teachers having

control in the classroom in order to facilitate learning. Peter shared:

I got the impression that the teachers

need to be deliberate in their

commitment to follow up and it sounded like the classrooms were being chaotic,
and the teachers just weren't taking

control. It sounded like the same few people

were the continual interruption to class, and yet the whole idea of the class being
chaotic and Susie, and not just Susie but other students, being frustrated.., And
the teacher would be really ineffectual, and they didn't want to hold anyone

accountable. They would just let the class devolve into chaos day after day after
day.

Another concern mentioned by a student was that some of the faculty had
stagnant teaching styles where the faculty did the same thing every day without ever

making changes in the curriculum or that there were so many changes in the curriculum
itself that students could not feel a sense of continuity. John said:

They're always trying to improve it every year. It never stays the same. First
there were four to five classes in the afternoon, then there were six, and now there
are

three... It

seems to be

annoying. You can never get used to anything.

Lack of structure also negatively affected students' and families' perspectives of
Watershed. Stephanie and Barbara shared that when Jerry feels that there is a lack of
structure he says:

Waldorf charter school and school choice

4B

'They don't know what they're doing'... That's how he says it and when he says

it, he is referring to people [faculty] not being organized or being late all the
things that they are beating the kids over. They want the kids to be organized and
on

time. Sometimes they're just

so overwhelmed and sometimes he

will just

be

so condemning, 'They don't know what they're doing.'

Arrdy also expressed concerns with a lack of structure at the school.
Part of the problem with a lack of structure is that a lot of the teachers are

without a lot of the structure, so it is hard to bring it into the school. And I think
that even with Richard and his accommodations, I think if the accommodations
were written down somewhere, he wouldn't be arguing later that I have to turn it

in this day or this week, there wouldn't be any arguing, it would be written down.

Overall, faculty was a strength in the participants' eyes, but there were some
weaknesses that concerned participants. One of the greatest concerns mentioned during

the interviews was actually with communication and not with faculty.

Communication: "Basically you are in the information business. And this is the
information age."
Another recurring theme from the interviews revolved around communication
issues. Participants felt that communication was extremely important and lacking at
Watershed. According to Arthur:
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this is the information age. We went from an agrarian economy to a factory
economy to an information economy. More people in this nation get information

from point A to point B in this economy than any other kind of work. I don't

think Watershed does that as effectively as I would like them to. I don't think
they are aware of this problem.
Breakdowns in the communication process are really a disservice to students.

Arthur stressed the importance that the person who is sending a message is also
responsible of making sure that the person who is intended to receive a message
understood what was said. According to Arthur, students with Attention Deficit Disorder
are unable to watch a teacher move across the room and take notes on what was said that

was supposed to be important.
Participants also expressed concerns about the communications issues they had

with the school. There were times when Arthur or Verna tried to reach the school during
the school day and they could get only voicemail. In times of emergency, when their son
needed to be checked in with at the beginning of the school day, they could not get

through to anyone to do that. This frustration with communications led Arthur to say,
"Watershed is not working up to or performing at its potential."
Stephanie and Barbara also expressed concerns regarding communications.
Stephanie stated:

I think it is really important: the communication. I mean the communication
between parents and teachers. It needs to be more on target. I just got, just a
couple of days ago... first of all I hardly ever read my email; I get it at work, but I
send

it home. A couple of days ago I got an email and it looked like Jerry had no
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grades and I know that Jerry has grades.

I don't have a good idea if Jeny failed

any classes this year and if he should have any summer school this year. I mean
is he going to graduate? I know that sounds silly because

I should know this. I

should know.

Participants also shared that report cards that are difficult to read and often sent
home with elrors on them. Stephanie said,

"I mean if we know that something is wrong

on it, why send it out? It needs to be good information for us to use."
Other issues in communications that were mentioned included a need to meet

faculty earlier in the year. Arthur said:

I think that we should sit down and meet with that person [the new special
education teacher] in August, so that when the school year starts there is
something already in place. We met a little too late at the end of October.

The Internet communication tool used for sharing the grades of students with their
parents was described as hard to check all the time and hard to use effectively. Another

communication issue that was brought up was that students didn't know the expectations
of faculty regarding when tasks are due. Four interviewees felt that better
communication in the forms of planners and syllabi would help students and families
understand faculty expectations. The final comment regarding communication was the

difficulty experienced by families and students

as they

try to decipher the meanings of the

progress repofts and report cards that are sent home. Barbara said, "'We just can't figure
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out what J".ry needs to do. There are so many report cards sent home. Does he need
summer school or not? How many credits does he have?"

Curriculum: "Waldorf says they promote a love of learning. [Susie and John] might not
admit that but it sure has been demonstrated to us."

Curriculum was another theme shared by participants. Interviewees said that they
needed an afis focus and good educational content. John felt that he needed good

educational content in order to be prepared for college. He was most interested in college
preparatory classes like 20th century history, writing, and psychology, but he felt
frustrated that those types of classes were not offered at Watershed.

John had originally applied at a public high school that offered coursework geared

toward graphic design, but the school turned him down, so he really wanted to attend a
school that would at least offer him some intensive arts preparatory classes.

John felt Watershed was not preparing him for college, despite all the art classes.

"I can't really write essays too well. I can write a short story but I can't write an essay."
He was frustrated a repetition of medieval studies in the curriculum at the expense

of

classes like history and psychology, which he felt would prepare him for college and
have more relevance in his

life. "lt worked until

we learned about the medieval times

four times in a row."

Participants believed that Watershed curriculum has a strong focus on the arts.

Linda really wanted new opportunities in the arts. She was excited about having her first
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art opening. One of the reasons that she chose Watershed was that she felt it "would
open doors for me and it sorta did."

Another family, Barbara and Stephanie, felt that their child, Jerry, is very
artistically talented and he "needed to be encouraged with the arts." They felt that it
would help hirn to find other outlets for some of his anxiety and anger.

Participants also reflected on the Waldorf initiative that is the cornerstone of the
Watershed curriculum. Barbara had been out to California to visit a friend who lived and
taught at a Waldorf school. She liked the school and felt like it might be a place Jerry

would like. Lori had done some research into Waldorf after hearing that the school that
was moving into the building that she was moving out of was going to be a Waldorf-

methods school.

"I checked into Waldorf and it sounded like a good education."

Susie mentioned that the curriculum at Watershed was not a true Waldorf

curriculum, but she was not sure how the Waldorf curriculum was designed.
People are not giving a Waldorf education. It's some people don't know how the

Waldorf education is, so they don't teach the Waldorf way. It isn't a Waldorf
school anymore; it's just a public school only smaller. I don't know apparently
there all kinds of nurturing.

Susie felt that she would not have the educational opportunities available to her

through Watershed's Waldorf curiculum that she could receive at another school. She
wanted to increase her education outside of the school walls. Susie wants to be "helping
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in third world countries, traveling, and learning amazing new things and new people and
new things you really don't have that opportunity at Watershed."

Lori explained the differences between what

she had seen in the elementary

Waldorf curriculum and what she was expecting to see in the high school.

It was pretty clear from the beginning that there were significant differences.
We1l,

it is better defined in the elementary. I loved the curriculum outline. We

like the arts focus, I thought it was going to be four years of arts intensive, and I
wanted to see John do that. It's not really troubling but I was a little diluted that

way. I had hoped that he would have more arts basis.

Peter also said that Watershed was not really a Waldorf education because in the

models that he researched there was:
a

big emphasis on understanding learning styles, integrating physical and

intellectual. The day was set Llp around energy levels [of the students]: highs and

lows. It seems like it was very well thought out. But Watershed is not like that.

Parlicipants felt that the continuous changing in the curriculum negatively affects
Watershed. There was too much change happening at the school. There are year-to-year
changes in the daily routines. John says that much change is "annoying. You can never
get used to

anlthing."

Susie feels that there is too much change happening during the

main lesson, which is a cross-curricular class that encompasses English, science, social
studies, and gym. Susie stated:
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I hate this constant splitting up into groups. First you're in a group, and then you
go back. I would rather go to the class for like an hour and then have some other
class instead of havingpart of the class and then

we'll all go here

and then

we'll

have this twenty minute thing and this is like every day.

Lori, Paul, Arthur, and Verna were conceffred with the quality of education their
children were receiving. They felt that their kids weren't being prepared for college.
Paul said:

I feel like the school
and passing.

does a disservice in the papers and the work that is accepted

It's like you don't make people proofread or edit? How are you

preparing them for college? Its way way way lax.

Verna said,

"I worry about him at college." Arthur then explained that it is not

just academically that his son is not challenged enough, but he is also not learning proper
transition skills. They are concemed that he has not learned enough organizational skills

in order to succeed in college. According to Arthur, there has not been quality education
in the following:
He is going to need to be able to write down an assignment. And like I said, even

if

the teacher does write

it on the board,

and

it's very hard for him if the teacher is

talking and writing at the same time, you are really asking him to do two things.
Listen to what I am saying and read what I am writing.
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Participants felt that Watershed was on the right track with its curriculum, but
there was

still something missing. It

seemed to the participants that there was very

little

accountability.

Accountability: "But without the s tructure it is easy for him to ignore the responsibility.
He didn't know about this; therefore, it is your fault."

The last theme that participants had in corlmon was a need for accountability.
One family explained that their son needed to learn how to do things for himself, such as

staying on task and monitoring his own ability to get homework done. They expect that
he

will

be attending college and he needs to learn these skills in order to be successful not

only in college but also in life. His family also mentioned some organizational skills and
everyday living skills that he really needed: using a planner, breaking tasks into
manageable pieces, social skills especially those in regards to creating and maintaining

relationships with friends and members of the opposite sex, and negotiation skills.

Another family felt that their child needed to have a better understanding of natural
consequences and cause and effect.

Lots of times there's like a behavior and a consequence that he had no clue was

coming. Well yeah, he was kicked out of a school in eighth grade and had to
finish at another school. Because of some behavior. He doesn't know what's
coming.

Another area where accountahility was needed at Watershed was from the faculty.

Two sets of parents felt that the faculty was often too accommodating. They felt that the
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faculty was so flexible that it took away accountability from students. Verna felt, there
were times when faculty would be so accofilmodating that assignments were accepted
when they should not have been.
The teachers most of them are really great and very creative and flexible
as far as maybe sometimes too

flexible. Well it turns out for turning in

assignments I just think they are trying too hard. They relate well to the kids...

the other thing I think is that it is kinda a double edged sword, the fact that he is

allowed to turn in assignments late: the accountability is lacking, so like what he
said to me about the panda report. He had

it and was going to turn it in on

Monday, when I asked him about it, he said well I had it, but they didn't ask for it.

And I told him that when you are turning it in late it is your responsibility to get it
in to the teacher. And he hadn't thought of it like that.

Barbara expressed concern regarding the lack of adult supervision:
The students are so often sleeping on those couches and hanging out on those
couches and

it's nobody's job to say, 'Why aren't you in class? You cannot be

here, you must be in class or

out here in the

if not in class then study hall. You

cannot just hang

hall.' It is nobody's job and nobody does that. Teachers will walk

by and they will be like, 'Where are you supposed to be?' They will do some of
that monitoring but sometimes if the students just say no, they are busy; they've
got too much to do. They can't be babysitting them. I understand that. That
should be somebody's job.
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Lori was concerned that Restorative Justice, an alternative method of dealing with
issues to the typical adult induced punishments (circles of students meet together to
discuss issues and try to restore what was harmed and give a voice to both sides of the

story) did not seem to work for the school. It is these students that both Susie and John
believe are pushing away what they consider to be the good students at Watershed.
Susie explained why Restorative Justice

didn't work especially with the "left over

students."

It didn't work because of course it doesn't work when you only come out
once in a while and szy,' Ok, there have been some issues here. We're all gonna
sit here for an hour, and then we're all gonna leave here and no one will have a

resolution. It's like, no, no one would follow that. And nobody cared by the time
the next day when the next class came, your next class that you had the meeting

with; no one remembered that [the issue from the previous duy]. They just think

finally we got out of class; finally we are finished withthat. They don't
anything about

it.

care

They [the school] should just end it because no one cares. The

people who are giving these issues don't care to be any better. They're not there

to get a good education or follow any rules. They don't care about the education
or the rules, so they think, 'What's the big deal if they miss a class?'

Another issue that was mentioned by participants was a concern regarding low
quality expectations. Paul expressed the following concern:
There seems to be very little about challenging people to do their best, and it
seems

like there is positive reinforcement for people being silly and goofing
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around... Wouldn't anyone want to make it better? And that just seems to be a
consistent theme.

Lori added, "That lack of interesting quality that leads to that gets the school to feel like
they don't have to try."
They were concerned that large projects like the Medieval Feast, a dinner theater

fund raising event where each student and faculty member is expected to participate, and
Senior Play, a play managed, marketed, and put on by the senior class in a one month

time period, are not given enough time so there is already an excuse available if the event
has any problems or fails

completely. Lori stated:

We're not trying to say that we think this experience has been negative. It's just
the little things that bother you a lot. Like quality. Especially if you only have
one small

role. I want to be involved and I want to go to these things, but I can't

tell you how hard it is when I give up three hours of my life to go watch your
show when I have already put in more effort than anyone else in the room.
Verna had similar feelings:
Whenever there is some big project like medieval feast or the silent auction, they

stafi it so late. Everybody just wants to put their noses to the grindstone and then
cut their losses; I know that is what they did for the medieval feast. But

if

something is in November, they should put together the committee in the spring.

It

seems to be kinda last

minute... I worked

so hard on that [fundraiser] that

I

was sick for a whole week afterward. There was just a small group of us doing it.

His planning meeting was at the end of September. And the [fundraiser] was in
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the first part of November. And we didn't get a lot of help. I guess when you
have a smaller school; you won't get as much help.

Andy and Verna both felt that the lack of structure in both the school's set-up and
in faculty expectations actually gets in the way of the students' ability to succeed. It is
easier for students to ignore their responsibilities because there is very

little internal

structure, like published syllabi. This lack of structure also shows up in a lack

of

consequences for bad behavior.
Susie sees the school as having no rules.

"It's

a smal1 school with no

rules."

She

explained that students wander the halls during classes and enter rooms where they are

not supposed to be and they are not made to leave. She feels that nothing is happening
about those students who don't care about the rules. She also feels that the classes are

chaotic. Paul shared that Susie:
talked to me a lot about conflict in the class and the teachers are sort ofjust I got
the impression that the teachers need to be deliberate in their commitment to

follow up and it sounded like the classrooms were being chaotic and the teachers
just weren't taking control. It sounded like the same few people were the
continual interruption to class and yet the whole idea of the class being chaotic
and Susie, and not just Susie but other students, being frustrated is that the teacher
is the one that would bring it up and they would bring it up to the teacher and say

look this can't go on anymore. And the teacher would be really ineffectual and
they didn't want to hold anyone accountable and they would just let the class
devolve into chaos day after day after day.
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Arthur felt that last minute plans are not thought through all the way. The faculty
has good intentions, but sometimes when ideas are not planned out, the ideas leave out

groups of people, which could create hard feelings. The example Arthur exemplified was
when the faculty planned a potlatch as a social time for faculty and parents. He states:

Let's have a potlatch starting at 4:30, so that the teachers don't have to leave.
Well you know what? I work until 5 or 6. Very few of the parents don't work.
4:30 is not a convenient time for someone to leave work and then get to school.

My guess is that they would have to leave work at least

an hour early to get there

on time.

Five themes became evident during the interviews. Participants' thoughts focused
around community, fitting-in, communication, curriculum, and accountability. Both

positive and negative feelings were communicated through the themes. From these
themes and feelings, participants became eager to share recommendations for helping

Watershed became an even better environment for educating youth with E/BD. These
recommendations are shared in "Chapter Six: Implications and recommendations."
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Chapter Five: Summary and Conclusion

The themes in Chapter Four can be further broken down into the participants'
responses to the interview questions. These responses could be divided into four broad
categories based on participant responses. The categories have been organized into

figures and tables in order to summarize more specific responses to the questions asked
during the interviews. Each of the categories discussed previously are reflected in these
organizers.

What expectations do rrou have from a school?

During the interviews, participants mentioned many expectations for Watershed

High School. Figure 5.1 is a concept web that compiles the expectations of the
participants. The expectations were divided into where the needs would be met: from
teacher, from school community,

from organizational, from school, from curriculum,

from self, and for everyday living. Participants expected teachers to have clear
expectations and to offer individual attentions. Participants also expected teachers to be
respectful and to see the strengths of each student as an individual. Overall, participants

really expected teachers to create a healthy community where students can learn and are
accepted. Participants also had expectations for the school community; it needed to be a
place of acceptance and safety where students can assert their needs and not woffy about
how their needs are perceived. There was also an emphasis on the expectations from the

curriculum. Participants felt that a fine arts program was the best placement for the
students. They felt that good educational content was extremely important. Students
need to be prepared for college academically, socially, and organizationally.
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Figure 5.1 Expectations of
Study Participants
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Whv did you choose Watershed?

When asked why participants chose Watershed, there were many reasons given.
Table 5.1 is a chart listing each response and the number of times that the response was

given. Notice that small school, arts focus, Waldorf methods, opportunities, and
academics are all discussed in the themes section of this findings chapter.

Table

5.1

Reasons for Choosing Watershed

Reason for Choosing

Watershed

Small School
Arts Focus
Waldorf Methods
Referred by Someone
l'{ot Accepted at School of Choice
Not Interested in Other Choices
Know Someone Attending the School
Opportunities
Forced to Change Schools
Accepting of Unconventional Students
Public Transportation
Unhappy with Prior Special Education

Number of interviews giving this response
4
.,

J

2
2
2
2

I

I
I
I
1
1

Services

Academics
Less Expensive

1
1

What would you leave the same at Watershed?

I posed the questions: what do you like best about Watershed and what would you
leave the same about the school? The intention behind asking these questions was to find

out some of the more positive aspects of the school and what seems to be working for the

families. I thought that those questions would be an alternate way to determine if the
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needs of the families were being

met. The interviews revealed many similarities in what

was best about Watershed.

During all four interviews, three positive attributes in common when speaking
about the strengths of Watershed, as depicted by the center three boxes in Figure 5.2.

Participants all felt that Watershed was a good environment that had provided students

with opportunities to try new things, and was taught by excellent faculty. Other positive
attributes shared by the participants are included in the boxes that surround the four

interview ovals. Although these attributes are important, they were not discussed at
length above since they were not recurring themes from all of the interviews.
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Figure

5.2

Positive Attributes of Watershed High School

Drug culture flo,,
worse than any
other public
school

Late start

Interview

Interview
Two

One

Interview
Interview
Four

Three

Faculty
ability to
deal with
issues

Student ability to
flourish With
academics
Student ability to
experience academics

with upper-middle class
comfort
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What would vou change about Watershed?

The question was also asked: What would you change about Watershed? This
question intended to get at some of the perspectives of families and students regarding
what things were not going well at Watershed. I had originally hoped to be able to use

this question to determine if the needs that were mentioned during the interview were
being met, or if there was something lacking in the service of needs. Figure 5.3 is a
representation of the answers received during the interviews. The different categories
were developed based upon the strength of the negative influence that the answer had
upon the overall feelings of satisfaction with Watershed.
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Figure

5.3

Negative Aspects of Watershed High School Influence Diagram
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Conclusion of how needs are or are not being met at Watershed

Overall, three of the four interviewees indicated they were happy with their
experiences at Watershed. Several needs were expressed by the families and students:

faculty who are concerned about their students and are respectful; a strong school
community where students are supported and can be themselves and feel that they
belong; structure and stability; an afis focus; good educational content that prepares
students for college; transitional training that teaches students to learn how to do things
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for themselves; a curriculum that helps students learn about organizational and social

skills; and

a better understanding

of cause and effect.

All of the participants in the interviews felt that they

had their needs met

regarding the faculty. The faculty was identified as respectful and helpful. For the most
part, the school was referred to as having a strong community. Some felt that since the
school was so small, that there was no choice but to be a community.

All of the

parlicipants were looking for a small community and learning environment. The need for
an arts intensive program was also met at Watershed. Two of the families interviewed

mentioned that their students had needs in social skills said that their students had

improved greatly in their social skills. And the one family that needed their student to
better understand the cause and effect relationships of choice making felt that their
student had made incredible growth in that area over the last school year. The needs of a

structured and stable environment, a college preparatory curriculum, transitional training,
and organizational skills were not met.
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Chapter Six: Implications and recommendations

During the interview, participants were asked what they would leave the same
about Watershed and what they would change. These questions were asked with two

intentions. The flrst was to determine if there were some underlying needs that were or
were not being met that the participant had not mentioned before in the interview. The
second, despite the purpose of phenomenological research which attempts to understand
an event, was to gather recommendations for what is working well at the school and what

could be improved upon. During each interview, there was a deep sense of pride and
concern from each participant that Watershed was an incredible school with phenomenal

potential. Each participant seemed to feel a strong desire to make Watershed to be the
best school

it can be. Although the direct intention of this study was to understand why

students labeled with E/BD and their families were choosing Watershed, the participants

really seemed to be leading the interviews toward recommendations regarding making
Watershed the best school it could be.

Recommendation One:

ve Communication

Address communication issues. Participants in the study mentioned having
someone available to answer the phones during the school day, sending out progress

reports that are easier to read, verifying information that is sent home, improving the
internet based communication software or providing training to parents in order to teach
parents how to use the program effbctively, and providing syllabi and faculty

expectations to students and parents at the beginning of the course. It was also mentioned
that faculty should have routines for the students to follow, such as having assignments
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written on the same part of the white board every day so students will always know
where to find assignments and homework. Families also mentioned that organrzational

tools such as planners should be given to every student at Watershed, not just to students
receiving special education selices. Faculty should teach students how to use a planner

effectively. The use of planners willassist not only with students'learning
organizational skills but also in the communication between home and school. One

family also suggested that faculty, especially special education staff, meet with families
before the school year begins in order to discuss student needs and agree upon services.

ommendation Two: Im

VE

Faculty roles should be clear before school starts. Organizational aspects of
curriculum development need to be in place before students arrive for the school year. It
is also recommended that the school's set-up, including the schedule for the year, be in

effect before school begins. Accommodations should be written down and discussed

with faculty who will be teaching the students who have special needs. Faculty
expectations and syllabi also need to be shared with students at the beginning of school.

If every faculty follows

some of the same structures, like having syllabi, there

will

be

fewer areas where students will be ahle to avoid responsibility. The same structures that
faculty require of students need to be adhered to by faculty as well, for example being on
time and being organized. The final structure that was echoed in each interview was the
need for consequences at the school.

A formal behavioral structure

and adhered to in order to ensure the success of all students

needs to be in place
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Recommendation Three: Improve Planning

Planning for large projects like the medieval feast and class fundraisers needs to
begin earlier. Committees for fall projects should be formed in the spring and the
committees for winter and spring projects should begin working in the
suggested that even forming the committee and naming the members

fall. It was

will help

because

with busy schedules, it can take a few weeks just to find a common meeting time. Notes
and information from previous years should be kept in order to assist in the planning
process.

Events planning should be better thought through especially when events are
planned at the last minute. Having more than one person or small group of people look at
the plans for an event

will help get more perspectives regarding other peoples'

needs.

Recommendation Four : Increase Diversitv

Faculty and student diversity should be increased. It is hard to say from the
results of this study how that would happen, but it is an area where the school could see

incredible rewards and increase perspectives both artistically and demographically.
Increases in student diversity
able to

will help students of color feel more welcome

and better

fit in.

Areas fbr future studv

There are many areas for future study that became evident during this study. No
other students were interviewed except those receiving special education services for

E/BD. Another study could focus on other

students who receive services and special
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education services. Each group might have differing needs. The opinions of faculty at
Watershed High School were not studied. It would be interesting to see the faculty's

opinion regarding the interrriew questions. A study could be completed addressing the
similarities and differences between faculty and students labeled with E/BD that
addresses how these different perspectives

might affect the meeting of student needs and

possibly even the delivery of services. The possibility of another study would be in the
perspectives of other people affected by Watershed, such as the surrounding community
or other Waldorf-methods schools. A compilation of these perspectives could shed more

light on services provided by Watershed and the success rate of students attending
Watershed. Only students who currently attend Watershed were studied; a new study
could be conducted that incorporated the opinions and perspectives of alumni. This study

would help Watershed to redefine some of the ways it meets student needs. Although it
is not connected to this study, another study could be conducted on the diversity or lack

thereof of the student population. A study of students who chose not to attend Watershed

would also help the school to understand why attendance is decreasing and if that decline
is based on a perception that Watershed cannot meet the students' needs.

While there are many additional areas in which study could be conducted, the
model Watershed presents to the community is similar to other charter schools in areas
such as reasons for choosing and varying student needs. However, Watershed offers an
arts intensive curriculum that incorporates an acceptance of students as they are and a

flexible faculty. Combining these things,

as reflected

by each of the participants, gives

Watershed an amazing potential to be a strong asset to the community and a safe place

for students who are looking for acceptance and personal growth.

Waldorf charter school and school choice 73

Chapter Seven: Self Reflection

This research has taught me so many things. The first thing I learned was about
me and not so much the research. I found that I am not as good a listener as I thought I

was. As I worked through the interviews, I learned that there are so many more
perceptions than just my preconceived notions of what other people think.

If I actually

slow down for a minute, listen to what other people are saying, and ask them questions
regarding what they are saying, I

will learn things that I never imagined. I have learned

life-long lessons on how to listen to others that I cannot imagine I would have learned
through any other venue.

I have also learned that parents are my number one source on how to educate

child. It is easy to forget that parents

a

are a primary source of information on what has

worked in the past and what has not. They know and understand their student's needs
and

abilities. It is always valuable for my insight since I am on the outside looking in,

but parents are the history and the strength of many students. Parents are an invaluable

tool and resource. The parents whom I interviewed were so grateful that I listened to
them even for such a short time. They were full of tips and knowledge that cannot be

found in any book. I will never forget to ask the parents and guardians of the students I
serve for their advice and opinions.

As I worked on this research, I also have come to a deeper understanding that
families want schools to succeed. Families do not send their children to schools in hopes
that the school

will fail. The families and students that participated in this study just

wanted to be happy, fit in, and prepare themselves for the rest of their lives. The families
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wanted to support and help Watershed become the best school it could possibly be.
There was not one participant who hoped the school would start on fire and be destroyed

forever. Even the students and families who were leaving Watershed hoped the best for
the school and knew that the school would improve as time passed and the community
kept rebuilding itself. It is my deepest hope that the literature that has been created based
on this study

will

be used to improve Watershed and help

it to live up to the potential that

the families see in it.

My own perspectives of Watershed have influenced this study. I enjoyed
teaching at Watershed, even if it was for only one year. I really wanted to conduct a
study that would help the school to improve what often seemed to be a chaotic
atmosphere. I knew that there were so many opportunities for students and fbculty to
learn, but at times those opportunities were clouded by something. Through interviewing
the participants in the study, my own understandings became clear. I agree with the

recommendations that were put forth by the families. I also agree with their perspectives

of the school, both positive and negative. Watershed is an incredible school. The
environment is conducive to the therapeutic education that many of its students need.
The faculty cares; the families care; the students care. If they didn't, they wouldn't go to

work, wouldn't send their children, and wouldn't show up to class. There are many
things for a young charter school to keep in mind, but the thing that seems to be on the

mind of Watershed at all times is: How do we service and educate the youth who walk
through the hallways of the school? That makes Watershed one of the most
commendable places I have ever had the opportunity of observing.
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I hope that upon receiving this study, Watershed will applaud its strengths and
reflect on the advice from its students and their families for improving the school's ability
to meet student needs. It is evident that Watershed is a special place that has the ability
to grow with the needs of its students.
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